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Project Overview
Occupational therapy (OT) is an allied healthcare profession that is uniquely situated at
the intersection of art and science. OT seeks to improve quality of life by addressing
occupations, or daily activities that are meaningful and purposeful (Nelson, 2014). In order to
accomplish these goals, occupational therapists (OTs) must use design thinking through the lens
of evidence-based practice. This artistic creativity paired with well-researched scientific findings
mimics the visual nature of this guide, which prioritizes this need for alternative representation
of the sciences.
This visual guide focuses on the interconnectivity of culture, therapy, and food to support
the idea that care is a group endeavor. The audience of this guide might consist of all members of
a care team, including patients, care-partners, and practitioners. It is important that the voice of
the person accessing the OT services is elevated, but it is also essential to recognize that
navigating this system of discipline-specific practitioners is not easy to do alone. Self-advocacy
is a priority, though it does not always take the shape of speaking up alone, which is often the
perception in the Western biomedical model of healthcare. The Joy of Cooking with OTs actively
counteracts these assumptions.
This tactile, interactive-style guide is designed to be written in, torn apart, and, more
generally, experienced. This commitment to highlighting experiences as evidence encourages the
viewer to question their assumptions about the therapeutic process and their relationship with
food. Through the use of graphic representation to portray a composite narrative, inspired by
multiple interviews with current patients and practitioners, this experience is reflected in several
ways.
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It is also an ode to the creative, client-centered approach of occupational therapy. This
may include working with individuals so they can to “do what they want and need to do” (Alex
Neukirch, OTR/L) while remaining independent in their home, managing a chronic disease, or
developing socioemotional skills as a child. OTs must create interventions specifically tailored to
the individual and their daily activities, wants, and needs pertaining to their physical, social, or
cognitive function. This unique emphasis on what makes an individual who they are parallels the
ability of the guide to create a partnership between the guide creator and the reader by building a
visual world for them to explore.

Existing Literature
Very few guides to occupational therapy and cooking exist, and those that do are
underutilizing the potential for visual expression (Campbell, n.d.; Koch, 2018; Moore et al.,
2018). Shape, form, and color have much to offer healthcare communication that the current
text-based guides do not make a priority. These visual components allow for the simultaneous
representation of multiple perspectives within the same illness narrative in a way that text alone
cannot.
Within the field of healthcare communication, visuals are typically supplementary to text.
Written explanation is the primary form of communication one encounters, whether in a
scientific journal or during the clinical encounter, where visuals exist primarily to represent data.
While this can be effective in the former context, in which researchers and practitioners
communicate with one another, mutual understanding is more elusive in the latter. In the fraught
context of the clinical encounter, pain, anxiety, and different educational backgrounds can easily
disrupt understanding between practitioner and patient. To supplement this written form, there
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must be additional opportunities for interaction with the information through visuals. This
variety in informational dissemination will allow for a higher chance of connection through
increased understanding.
Guides to occupational therapy currently exist.
However, they tend to materialize as text alone, or as
text accompanied by graphics that are included to
illustrate the words on the page. Visual components are
subordinated to the text, rather than being based in
narrative or appealing aesthetics. Some include stock
images, or even clip art, as the only visuals (Campbell,
n.d.; Koch, 2018; Moore et al., 2018). In the case of
Sample from The Occupational
Therapy Toolkit (Hill, 2018)

visual representations of exercises or therapy techniques,
they are often behind a paywall (see left). Such texts can

be helpful to supplement therapy, particularly when they depict exercises that are prescribed for
completion at home. Because instructional pamphlets do not center narratives of experience,
however, they do not foster feelings of connection between those depicted in the illustrations and
those reading the pamphlet. When they reduce visual components in these ways, instructional
texts are unable to account for the personal details and relational complexities that are central to
The Joy of Cooking with OTs.
This oversight opens an incredible opportunity to harness the visual power of beauty,
aesthetics, taste, and trend. Beauty is a human experience, and experiencing it improves wellbeing (Kurzgesagt, 2018). Taking the opportunity to bring beautiful visuals to illness narratives
and explanations about the field of occupational therapy is increasing visibility and interest in the
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field - and scholars have begun to take notice. The emerging field of graphic medicine has
formed around shared commitments to the artistic representation of the physical and
socioemotional contexts that arise from the experience of illness. This new form of scholarship
examines how the interplay of visuals and text reveals an entirely new way of expressing
information and narrative. It is particularly useful for promoting the voices of all actors within
the care system, and comics allow these diverse perspectives to be present simultaneously.
Named by Ian Williams and blossoming into a group of medical professionals, artists, and those
with their own illness or health narratives, graphic medicine continues to elevate these stories
through visual mediums (Czerwiec et al., 2015). In keeping with the priority of graphic medicine
to incorporate multiple sides of a story, this guide crafts a composite narrative grounded in
interviews with multiple individuals.
These complexities are held together by a focus on the specific intervention of cooking as
it might be used by someone with wrist pain. In this way, it builds upon and expands existing
works of graphic medicine. Because it is a relatively new field, the canon is dominated by more
common illnesses. The graphic novels Cancer Vixen (Marchetto, 2006) and Our Cancer Year
(Pekar et al., 1994), for example, depict a journey with cancer, which is the second leading cause
of death in the United States (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2017). The
graphic novel Epileptic (Beauchard, 1996) explores epilepsy, which affects over three million
individuals in the United States (CDC, 2020). Recently published works also expand this
emphasis on the patient experience with a particular illness to include the experiences of
practitioners as well. Taking Turns (Czerwiec, 2017) depicts one nurse’s experience in an
HIV/AIDS ward and The Bad Doctor (Williams, 2014) explains the experience of a rural English
doctor. There are currently 21 times more jobs in the U.S. for registered nurses than for
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occupational therapists, but the need for OTs is growing immensely (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2019). But while the field explores common experiences through sequential storytelling,
occupational therapy is not yet represented in graphic medicine. The Joy of Cooking with OTs
corrects this oversight by applying the insights, methods, and commitments of graphic medicine
to this important allied healthcare profession.

Visual Form & Narrative
There has been a recent movement to include graphic to communicate stories about the
Western biomedical healthcare system to people navigating it as patients, healthcare providers,
care-partners, and more. Meanwhile, inhabiting the digital age means that instantaneous access
to a near-infinite array of visuals is often assumed. As visuals become easier to reproduce, and
the accessibility of image capture and manipulation more wide-spread, the visual has become an
essential aspect of existence. Healthcare communication, however, lags, and the common
infographic is no longer sufficient.
There is an important opportunity to experience information vertically, rather than
following the horizontal path of written text. Psychologically, people tend to spend longer
looking at new images. This concept emerged perhaps most powerfully from research with
infants, who gaze longer at something that is novel and interesting (Dzwilewski et al., 2020;
Fantz, 1964). By contrast, when encountering a written, words start to swim together in a way
that can challenge the capacity for engagement. With visuals, new shapes and forms appear on
every page. Not only is the brain engaged in the scholarly discourse of forming connections and
analysis through words, but visuals create the opportunity for deeper communication and
connection.
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Being able to articulate a specific thought through written text is a skill that does not go
unnoticed, as words have the power to evoke a feeling in their readers. So too does the visual
medium, but in different fashion. In the
What emotions would you ascribe to
these shapes? Did you give them
pronouns when discussing them? Do
you see a face? How is your reaction
shaped by your cultural context?

following example, you see two shapes.
One is red and spiked, the other is blue and rounded. These descriptions are factual, but everyone
who looks at them will have a unique reaction to the shapes.
Even color has cultural significance. For example, red can symbolize good luck in China,
but aggression or lust in the context of Western depictions of evil (St. Clair, 2016). Depending
on where you are, a red shape may be exciting, scary, or something else entirely. It is the
responsibility of the designer or artist to be aware of this cultural context and to create something
that communicates clearly while still leaving room for interpretation.
One challenge presented by this new visual
medium is the representation of people. A
nondescript person can be explained with words by
omitting specifics about their mannerisms or
appearance. In a visual setting, illustrating a person
tends to take a physical form, no matter how vague
they may be. Scott McCloud (1993) describes how
variation in the detail of faces allows for the artist
Understanding Comics, p. 36 (McCloud, 1993)
to decide how distant they would like the reader to
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be from their characters (see right). In the case of this guide, the main character of the story has a
distinct, long hairstyle that is separate from the square-shaped care-partner character. However,
their bodies are identical. This way, a balance was struck between relatability and clarity of
narrative. Though some may map feminine or masculine characteristics onto each of the
characters presented in the story, no pronouns are mentioned in the dialogue to underscore their
ambiguous look.
This “composite individual” is the primary focus of the nine-page narrative that depicts
the therapeutic experience of an individual with wrist pain, starting with the hospital perspective,
and working through multiple occupational therapists. This story was created based on
interviews with two women who had both received OT services for wrist pain, but includes
fictional elements inspired by further interviews and readings. Content from interviews with two
practicing occupational therapists were also considered, as they contributed experience with
different approaches to OT and the environments in which they practice.

Physical Form & Design
This guide takes the form of a 46-side printed booklet that is 6.7 by 10.2 inches. Being
able to physically hold this guide allows for a partnership between the guide creator and the
person interacting with this resource. It allows the individual to write in the guide, answer
questions, draw, tear up, or otherwise use this guide.
With an emphasis on world-building, the physical nature of this guide brings a tactile
component to these ideas. The story of the composite individual seeks to create a relatable
experience for the reader, who has not had the same experiences as the person in the story, but
who should be able to feel as if they are familiar with the world in which the story takes place.
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Having a concrete way to experience this guide augments the goal of representing abstract
concepts and providing a sense of security and connectedness for the reader to feel as if they are
not alone.
The chapters of the story are interspersed with poster-like pages that provide information,
perspective, and opportunity for reflection related to the content of the narrative. These poster
pages all follow different trends, including a motivational office graphic, classic comic book,
seventies illustration, and art deco. A variety of materials were represented either digitally or
physically, drawing inspiration from charcoal on kraft paper, ink and watercolor, risograph
printing, and more. There were two pages that were created physically and photographed to be
included in the guide--one spread was produced using acrylic paint and the other was written
using a Smith-Corona Clipper typewriter. This variation in material and trend was unified by
restricting the color palette to tones and shades of black, white, red, and blue. Imposing this
limitation allowed for a greater focus on the content and allowed for a synthesis across the guide
while still retaining a boldness that encourages interaction with the guide. By creating variety
and contrast, this tactile guide is something that is appealing and intriguing in a way that starts
the world-building from the very first glance.

Process
This guide took form in three stages--analysis of existing literature and guides, interviews
with patients and practitioners, and creation of the guide.
In order to investigate the need for this type of resource, I examined textual primary
sources, secondary scholarship, and examples of method and form. Professional organizations
and blogs provided perspectives on how healthcare professions represent themselves and
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communicate their own goals and ideas. Within this work, I examined currently existing visual
guides to occupational therapy or cooking that operated within the context of therapeutic use or
education. Several literature reviews were conducted to gain a more nuanced understanding of
current conversations in various academic fields, including therapeutics, cultural competency,
healthcare communication, and more. This review revealed the robust discussion of terminology
within OT (Hammell, 2004; Nelson, 1995), but the lack of published research into verbal and
non-verbal healthcare communication strategies for OTs--even if it exists for other health-related
fields (Caris-Verhallen et al., 1999; Chester et al., 2014; Stevenson, 2014; Ye et al., 2009). There
was an overwhelming amount of commentary on the need for a shift in focus from a Western
viewpoint to those that include a greater amount of cultural understanding (Al Busaidy &
Borthwick, 2012; Bonder et al., 2004; Hordichuk et al., 2015; Kondo, 2004; Maroney et al.,
2014; Nelson et al., 2011; Thomas et al. 2011).
To further discussions on form, the presentation of graphic novels and zines was
considered both within and outside the context of illness narratives. Through this exploration, the
field of graphic medicine appeared and directed the selection of resources afterwards. This step
was helpful for exploring how sequential storytelling can work as a narrative structure for
representing information surrounding and experiences related to healthcare. Structure for these
types of resources used visuals in a comic-style to represent a mainly personal narrative
(Beauchard, 1996; Williams, 2014), they could be used in a purely informational manner (Loris,
n.d.), or a combination of the two (Forney, 2012; Czerwiec, 2017). The reading of existing visual
narratives also influenced design choices, including decisions related to line thickness, color,
shape, and the spectrum between realism and abstraction. Experiencing a wide variety of visual
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communication styles allowed me to make more informed design choices that would be most
effective for the goals of this guide.
I conducted Zoom interviews with four individuals - two patients and two practitioners who had experience in the world of OT in Washington State (see Interviewees). Both patients
received occupational therapy for wrist pain, which informed the creation of the composite
character that experiences the same wrist pain. The professional OTs, who currently work within
the subdisciplines of home health and early intervention, provided perspective on the thoughts
and experiences of a practitioner in this profession. If this guide was to be created again, a
greater number of interviewees would be recruited from a variety of countries and
socioeconomic statuses.
The creation of the guide was undertaken by creating rough, refined, digitized, and final
drafts for most pages. A base template had to be created in order to prepare the digital files for
printing at 300 dpi in CMYK printing, with appropriate space surrounding each page for bleed
and trim. The process of inking and coloring could then begin, with regular edits and updates
based on feedback. The written text of the guide was compiled first in an outline and the guiding
narrative was storyboarded and scripted in keeping with comic book script formatting.

Desired Impact
The Joy of Cooking with OTs will create a feeling of relatability and shared experience
within a community of patients, practitioners, and other partners on the care team. Those within
this system of care will have the opportunity to spend time thinking about the importance of selfadvocacy and be able to recognize the complexity of daily occupations. This thinking will create
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a broader appreciation for the essential nature of occupational therapy as a profession, and the
value of cooking as a therapeutic intervention.
Copies of this guide were printed through Mixam, an online copy and print service, and
distributed to contributors of this guide and clinics that provide occupational therapy services in
Bellingham, WA and the greater Seattle area. These locations were chosen to minimize
distribution costs and to ensure that the 100 printed copies would reach the hands of those who
are actively engaging in OT, about to be, or curious about the profession. The guide will also be
available digitally with open access in order to provide as many people as possible with the
opportunity to benefit from this resource.
In the future, I hope that this guide inspires others to create this type of resource for a
variety of allied healthcare professions and different types of interventions. This guide can also
help others realize the power of the graphic medicine style, and the accessibility of this visual
communication form. No specialty materials are required to create these comics that can have
profound impacts on communities of people engaged in this kind of disability discourse on an
individual or scholarly level. However, access to a greater variety of materials could have
increased the number of visual elements that appeal to a wider audience. This guide was also
created by a Washingtonian, with interviewees from the same area, and secondary literature from
mainly Western perspectives. Including people and experiences from more diverse backgrounds
would allow for greater production, distribution, and overall impact of this resource.
By building a visual world that explores occupational therapy and cooking in a way that
acknowledges both the patient and practitioner perspective, readers who come across this guide
will leave feeling connected to a greater therapeutic community and more aware of their own
assumptions and backgrounds.
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Interviewees

Alex Neukirch, MS, OTR/L
Alex has been an OT for almost 8 years. His primary interest is in pediatrics and sensory
processing, and that is the area he currently works in. In the past, he has worked in the hospital
setting, including acute care and outpatient rehab.

Gerry Cherney, OTR/L
Gerry is a home health OT practitioner specializing in safety and independence with activities of
daily living (ADLs) and instrumental activities of daily living (IADLs).

Jamie Steffen
Jamie is a 30-something year old mother of two and pediatric SLP. She spends all day playing
with kids or working on the computer, and all evening playing and working with her kids at
home. Functional body mechanics are a necessity for success.

Tracey Gaver
Tracey is a teacher for the visually impaired and an infant mental health specialist. She enjoys
illustration and art. She has experience with surgery for carpal tunnel syndrome.
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